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To my grandma, Wajiha,


the light of your heart still guides me.


To my therapist, Brenda, you helped me unleash my inner wisdom and save my life.










Accept change before it makes you reject your reality.


Choose change before it chooses you.


Embrace change so it can lead you to your authentic life.










Chapter 1


Why Change Is Hard


Hint: Because we want it to be easy


I will never forget the moment everything changed for me. I’ve always known that change is hard, whether it’s a change I choose or one life chooses for me. I’ve also always known that change is one of life’s only constants. Not just that, change is one of life’s most beautiful truths. Change is what puts life in our lives. Change is the gateway to authentic transformation.


I don’t know about you, but the part I couldn’t quite put my finger on for the longest time was this: How on Earth do I actually embrace change instead of just knowing and believing that change is an integral part of life? How do I make change beautiful and necessary instead of staying stuck at the intersection of knowing and doing? How do I stop trying to skip the part that is messy, uncertain, and unstable? How do I just do change?


How do I go from knowing that I need to live my life authentically to actually living that way? Especially when it means that my life will be flipped upside down in this pursuit? How do I go from knowing that the self-loving thing to do is to leave all toxic relationships behind and believe that I can form healthy connections, to actually doing that? How do I go from knowing that I want a career I love, not what my family or friends think is best for me, to actually pursuing it? How do I go from knowing that boundaries are essential for my self-preservation, to not allowing guilt to make me go back on them? How do I go from knowing that grief is healing to actually sitting with it?


There is one thing I know for sure. As Greek philosopher Heraclitus once said, “Change is the only constant in life.” You can resist the flow of life, but all that does is keep you living in resistance, going against the current of being alive. Embracing the only constant in life eases your transformation into the person you are meant to be—the most authentic version of yourself.


Life gave me opportunities to try embracing change. And without fail, it will give you opportunities to embrace change. I will tell you my stories in this book, and I hope that they help you feel less alone as you confront your own changes—the changes you choose, the ones you don’t, and the ones you need to make. But first I want to tell you about a moment that brought it all together for me and taught me five truths about change.


1. Change Is Hard Because We Focus So Much on How Hard Change Is Instead of Seeing It as a Path to the Life We Want


Right before I started writing this book, my grandma passed away peacefully in her sleep. She and my grandpa had been together for seventy-five years.


The day after she died, my mom and I and a few family friends were sitting with my grandpa in his front yard, surrounded by all the beautiful flowers my grandma grew over the years. We sat under the same grapevine where I had spent many childhood hours waiting for its bunches to turn from tiny sour green grapes to big juicy drops from heaven. It was always my grandma who made sure my grandpa picked me the exact one I wanted.


We were all engulfed in the big void of her absence. When you lose someone you love, their absence somehow intensifies how their presence would feel.


It was quiet. We could hear the leaves and the wind make the most peaceful symphony that somehow put us all in a trance of feeling as if my grandma were still there. Then moments would come when we would snap back into reality and tears would just start quietly streaming down our faces. My grandpa’s tears carved two streets on his cheeks for his grief to express itself. He had been quietly crying, but this time he said out loud, “How am I going to live without you, my best friend?” A family friend, who I am sure had the best intentions, said, “It’s not good to cry. It’s like you’re saying that you don’t accept God’s will.”


As I was ready to leap in with my speech on grief that went something like, He is grieving. Let him love her and think of her the way he wants, my grandpa looked at her. He pointed to a light pole in front of the yard and said, “You see that light pole over there? There were two birds that would come and rest at the top of it every day. One day, one of them flew a bit too low and a stray cat ate it.”


He pointed with his finger to the place where it happened.


Then he said, “The other bird still comes here and rests at the top of that pole, facing the exact direction where its partner was killed.”


He took a deep pause and said, “If a bird can get sad over another bird, why do you say I can’t get sad over the woman I loved for seventy-five years? My best friend.”


Goosebumps. Right?


Everyone went quiet. We went back to the sound of the leaves being the only sound any of us could hear.


Regardless of how my grandpa felt, he understood one thing very well: grieving someone is loving them the way you’d love them if they were still here. Even though that love has nowhere to go, you allow yourself to feel it. You allow yourself to miss them and spend time replaying your memories with them. You honor the love you have for them by giving it space within you when it visits.


My grandpa, now in his nineties, wanted to make sure he greeted every person who came to pay their respects. My uncle approached him at one point and told him to go rest and that my uncle and aunts would make sure to welcome everyone. He vehemently refused. He said, “She waited for me every day of her life. I can’t wait a couple more hours until everyone who came for her leaves?”


That’s love. He was loving her in her absence. He was loving her without any expectation of reciprocation or reward for that love. He was loving her the way he knew she would feel loved. Doing what you know would make your beloved feel loved is love.


As sad as I was, I couldn’t help but be in awe of that love. Isn’t that what we all want? Someone to love us that way, with that dedication and commitment?


That’s the kind of love I always knew I wanted, but it seemed to be reserved for novels and movies. I had never before seen it around me.


In that moment, I started imagining a life where I would have that kind of love.


And that’s when everything fell into perspective. I started seeing my life as one big, connected timeline of events with a beginning and end. And to get to the life I wanted, I had to start making changes to the things in between, to align them with my desired reality.


To have a life that contains that kind of love, I had to be willing to make changes that would make that possible. In that moment, I shifted my focus from change in and of itself to the life that change would lead to and open space for.


Boom.


This, of course, eased my feelings around change because it skipped over the part where I actually undergo the change. Because that’s the hard part. Isn’t it?


Maybe change is hard because we focus so much on achieving the change itself instead of focusing on what that change will achieve for us. It’s like we are challenging ourselves to prove that we can do it. When you fight with yourself for your worth, it’s an ugly battle. When your focus is, “Can I actually do this?” instead of “I am working toward this,” you are making your ability to reach the goal mean something about you. You are likely to judge yourself based on your accomplishment of the goal or how far you’ve progressed and how far you still have to go. When you stop seeing change as the goal and start seeing change as the path to the life you want, that’s when authentic transformation happens.


This leads us to another reason change is hard.


2. Change Is Hard Because We Want It to Be Easy


Sit with these words for a little while. We want the change to happen without having to change anything.


Now think of this with me: If you want a plant in your garden to grow livelier and healthier, you change its environment, right? You might change the soil or add fertilizer to it. You might change the way or frequency with which you water it. You might remove a plant nearby that may be hindering its growth. You might even give it a trim to give room for new growth. Moral of the story is, you don’t just keep it as it is and expect it to grow differently. So why do you expect your life to change without changing anything?


I know you know this. And I know you’re not a plant. Life is not as simple as adding an ingredient or taking out one. But in between knowing and doing, there is a big distance. That distance can be bridged by believing in yourself and trusting yourself. Your voyage will take you over the waters of your old patterning, your beliefs about yourself, every what-if, every fear, and so on. For most of us, we have to build that bridge of self-belief and self-trust as we are crossing it.


Knowing empowers you. Doing transforms you. The doing, both fueled by and adding to your knowledge, happens in the stretch between where you are now and where you want to be.


The ease of change comes with the acknowledgment and acceptance that to make change happen, you have to be willing to make changes to your current reality. The ease of change comes with the acknowledgment and acceptance that some changes will be hard. And that two things can be simultaneously true: A change can be hard. And it can be done.


Let me give you an example. In Welcome Home, I wrote, “The biggest mistake that we make is that we build our homes in other people. We build those homes, and we decorate them with the love and care and respect that we want to come home to at the end of the day. We invest in homes in other people, and we evaluate our self-worth based on how much those homes welcome us. When those people walk away, those homes walk away with them and, all of a sudden, we feel empty because everything that we had within us, we put in those homes. We trusted someone else with pieces of us. That emptiness that we feel doesn’t mean that we have nothing to give, or that we have nothing within us. It’s just that we built our home in the wrong place.”


Maybe you recognize yourself in those words, but you struggle to actually take the steps to build that home within and live authentically as yourself.


I get it. It is terrifying to make the change once you know you need to make it. Because not only will you change, but the you that others see will also change. And that is scary.


So many of us, for years, want to change something in our lives but feel stuck. And feeling stuck leads us to stagnation. The more time we spend in that “stuck” space, the worse the feeling of being stuck becomes. Because now it’s coupled with feeling shame and helplessness. Do we choose change and risk the identity we have now? Or do we stay the same and keep an identity we don’t even want anymore?


3. Change Is Hard Because It Causes a Break in the Reality We’re Living In


A few months ago, a woman reached out to me. Let’s call her Veronica. She was telling me that she finally decided to file for divorce from her husband of more than ten years. Within that story, she told me something that also shifted my perspective on change. It may do the same for you.


She told me she had no idea who she was. She didn’t know what music she enjoyed or what food she liked. She said, “I molded myself into exactly who I needed to be to be of service to my husband and kids. I didn’t matter. Only they did.” She then told me that once it became clear to her husband that she was serious about the divorce, he told her she was definitely having a breakdown.


To me, she said, “I wasn’t having a breakdown. I was having a breakthrough.”


What a beautiful way to see change.


You are not breaking down. You are breaking through. Maybe to break through, you have to have a breakdown—break down the life you currently have in order to build the one you want. Does that mean it’s a negative thing? It might be exactly what you need.


So think about this question: Will the change you’re contemplating be a breakdown or a breakthrough? The only constant about this change is that it will break the reality in which you are living. But you must understand that this is an essential step in constructing your new reality. Think about it like you are demolishing the space in which you currently reside and rebuilding it on your own terms to look and feel exactly the way you want. The rebuilding requires the demolishing—the breaking.


Veronica told me how difficult the years of her marriage had been. She said she spent all that time trying to derive her worthiness through his validation. She was running a never-ending race that had no finish line. Because as long as she searched for her worth from others, she could never find it.


Even when change is the logical solution that will get you the inner peace you desire, your body will resist it. That’s because your body quite literally feels safer in the presence of the source of pain than when it’s disconnected from the source of pain.


I will give you a minute to read that again.


4. Change Is Hard Because We Judge Ourselves for the Choices Our Bodies Make


Maybe you’re having a hard time changing because your body is keeping you stuck. It is perceiving change as a threat. You beat yourself up in your mind because you think, I know better. So why am I accepting this? Or, I know this is not like me, but why do I continue to do it?


I happen to have the answer. No, not strictly from doing research, not from a textbook or anything like that, but from my personal experience of feeling stuck in many relationships that I knew no longer served me. From being stuck in many relationships I knew were toxic for me. (When I talk about relationships, I often get asked, “Does this include relationships with family and friends?” Absolutely. Anytime I mention the word “relationship,” I want you to know I’m referring to all kinds of relationships, including workplace and school relationships.)


Those relationships were toxic because being my authentic self with those people meant that I would be in danger of losing those relationships. My welcome in those relationships was conditional on me being a certain way. It was conditional on me keeping secrets about my life. This is not the same as privacy. It is secrecy. When you decide to be private about a certain part of your life only because revealing it would cause great backlash and turmoil, that’s not privacy by choice. That’s secrecy to protect yourself, and that’s what I was doing. I was convinced it was privacy, but if I were to have a heart-to-heart with myself, I knew very well it was fear-driven secrecy.


Sometimes we try so hard to change ourselves and the way we react to those around us that we forget that it should not be this hard to belong. It doesn’t matter how much we change ourselves, when we are surrounded by the same people who make us feel that being ourselves is wrong or too much, that change just feels more imprisoning. Because now we know what we are worth. Now we know what we deserve. We know we deserve better. We know we are being treated with conditional love and respect. We know we are being belittled at times and beaten down at times.


Knowing and being aware makes the choice to stay so much harder in relationships that are conditional on our being a certain way. Because now we are aware that we are betraying ourselves when we expose ourselves to the toxicity.


You know what I’m talking about, right?


Take the example of being in a relationship, romantic or not, where someone feels comfortable disrespecting you, and the thought that pops into your mind is You know better. Why are you accepting this?


And then you go down a spiral of thoughts that go something like Why do I keep allowing them to treat me this way? Why haven’t I put my foot down and actually stuck to it? Why do I keep coming back and allowing this to happen? Why am I betraying myself? Why am I abandoning myself? Why do I care so much about what others think of me? And so on.


You go down this spiral of judgment and shame, aimed at no one but yourself. Because now you know who you are and what your worth is, but you’re still accepting the treatment that you accepted when you were self-abandoning, unaware of your worth.


So, really, why do we do that? Why do we continue to accept the same treatment we did before we truly saw our worth for what it is?


Buckle up because I’m about to change your life. No, really. Because this changed my life.


As I attempted to heal all the moments in my life when I felt I abandoned myself, I asked my therapist, “Why do I continue to allow this to happen? Why am I not living by what I know? Why does my mind know 100 percent that I need to end many relationships, yet I keep them going? Why does ending them somehow feel even worse than the suffering they are causing me?


“My mind decided a long time ago that I need to end these relationships. But I feel like I can’t. I keep knocking on the same doors that never open. I judge myself for continuing to knock when I know that the only way those doors will open is if I leave my authentic self at the door. I’m not willing to do that, yet I still come back and knock and feel sad when the doors don’t open. Then I judge myself again, and the cycle repeats itself. Why do I continue to choose to abandon myself?”


My therapist said, “Have you considered that maybe you’re not choosing to abandon yourself and that maybe your body is choosing what it believes is the safest choice for it?”


When I tell you that my soul left my body but somehow perfectly aligned with it at the same time, I am not exaggerating. I was at a loss for words. My body was at a loss for feeling. My mind was at a loss for thoughts. I just lost awareness of my surroundings.


What? My body has a choice too? My body can actually decide that it wants to stay? Is this body not just controlled by me?


It felt like I knew this, but at the same time, I clearly didn’t. I thought that I was betraying myself by keeping those relationships. Instead, I needed to see that my body was making a choice I needed to listen to and honor. All this time, I was listening to my mind, to my logic. I was giving my mind all this attention and energy and listening to it so carefully. But was I doing that for my body? No, I wasn’t.


Have you ever gone through an experience like this? Where you knew on a logical level that the best thing for you is to leave (leave a job, relationship, friendship, school program, or something else) but somehow the moment you think of actually leaving, your body gets heavy with tension and immobility? Every person experiences it differently. I feel this overwhelming gravitational pull that makes my body feel heavy. It becomes hard to move. I often find myself heading to my bed or the couch. My hands go into fists. My arms feel tingly. My chest feels tight to the point where I eventually start having a hard time filling my lungs with air. I go into the fetal position, my body folding in upon itself as if it wants to protect itself from something. As a result of feeling this overwhelming response from my body, I avoid feeling this way again by avoiding the decision I know I have to make—to leave. At the same time, I judge myself for not being able to do the right thing.


So this is what I learned from my therapist in that session: You need to honor the choices that your body makes. Don’t look at what feels safe for your body with judgment and shame. It’s not that you aren’t willing to do what your mind knows is best for you, it’s that your body still hasn’t internalized that what it’s living through is actually not safe. It’s familiar, but it’s not safe. It’s not easy for your body to differentiate between familiarity and safety, but the first step toward giving your body that choice is to listen to it.


When you’re unconscious of your body’s power, the familiar will be the safe choice for your body. But once you start going inward and checking in with your body without judgment, you will realize that your body is actually screaming, This doesn’t feel good. Once you can start allowing your body to be seen and heard by you, then you can break your body’s old definition of “safe.” You can break the bond between what is familiar and what is safe. It is only then that your body can start learning a new definition of “safe,” one that actually feels peaceful and unconditionally welcoming and loving of you.


Did that blow your mind the way it did mine?


What would you do if someone said to you, “You’re stupid”? I’m sure you think you’d immediately stand up for yourself or walk away or just not allow that person to ever have a chance to say that to you again. But that’s not what happens in real life, is it? We are great at logically responding to hypothetical situations, but when those situations are real, our response is completely different from what we’d imagine it to be. We start to think, How could they speak to me this way? What makes them think I’m stupid/selfish/ugly/_________ [whatever words they used to describe you]? How could they treat me this way? That line of questioning is your mind trying to make sense of two things:



	
	
1.        Trying to make sense of the other person.






	
	
2.        Trying to make sense of why you accepted what they did.





If you really think that there is ever an explanation for someone mistreating you, then you subconsciously believe there is a reason for you to be mistreated. Let’s make something very clear! There is never, ever an excuse for someone mistreating you. Period. It doesn’t matter what they’ve been through, how someone else treated them in the past, or what they are currently going through. None of that excuses them projecting onto you that which is not your burden to carry.


When your mind tries to make sense of why you’re accepting what you know is not okay, and when you keep that dialogue with yourself at the level of your mind, the only logical explanation you might come up with is, I am simply not strong enough to stand up for myself.


The two things you just attempted to do stayed at the level of your mind. Nowhere did you try to bring your body in on the conversation. That’s what I did.


I would simply think that if I wasn’t able to act upon what I knew, I was consciously betraying myself. Because I know better, how could I not do better? Now I know it’s because I didn’t give my body the chance to know in the same way I gave my mind that chance. Instead of honoring that my body had a choice in all the moments I felt stuck, I judged myself for not doing what my mind knew was the right thing to do.


I told my therapist, “The way I deal with being mistreated is that I tell myself that the behavior of others has nothing to do with me and I need to not take it personally. Then I look for ways to prove that I haven’t allowed their words or their treatment to stop me from being myself.”


She said, “Could it be that the reason you convince yourself not to take it personally is that your body wants to avoid the pain you would feel if you actually gave yourself the right to feel the pain of that mistreatment?”


Yes?


Yes.


Yes!


You can tell yourself that someone’s behavior toward you has nothing to do with you and that it is a direct reflection of who they are, how they feel about themselves, and what they choose. All of that is true. But if someone aims an arrow of mistreatment and harm at you, does the reason it was aimed at you take away from the reality that it will hurt you? No. The reason doesn’t take away the harm. Maybe you’re so afraid to feel the pain because you ultimately know it will push you to end that relationship, and that’s just something you can’t even begin to imagine.


When you know there is a change you need to make in your life, whether it’s a big or small one, just remember that your body has a choice to make just as your mind does. Your body will not make the choice that your mind has decided is healthy if you don’t give it a seat at the table. The most beautiful moment will be when your mind and body are in alignment, when your mind stops judging you and shaming you for not making the changes you know you need to make, and when your mind actually sits with your body and gives it the same compassion and empathy it would give to anyone out there. But to get there, you have to actually feel the feelings that flow through your body.


I’m going to give you an example. Later that day, after I spoke to my therapist, I decided to start rewiring the mental pathway that I took every time I did something that I judged myself for (because I was “betraying myself”). That pathway typically went something like:


Being spoken to/treated in a way that disrespects me and my boundaries. → Thinking, “How can I accept this?! How can I allow this to happen again?” → Feeling stuck because I feel like I just can’t put an end to this relationship.


I worked on changing it to:


Being spoken to/treated in a way that disrespects me and my boundaries. → Thinking, “How can I accept this?! How can I allow this to happen again?” → Feeling stuck because I feel like I just can’t put an end to this relationship. → Turning inward to my body and asking myself, “How does this feel in my body?” → Soothing my body by allowing that sensation to be validated so it can be released. → Setting a boundary for my body by removing it from the environment in which that treatment happened. (“I will leave the room, the house, the space where I was disrespected to give my body time to recover from the pain it just experienced.”)


Do you see how the focus in the second scenario was 100 percent about me approaching myself with no judgment or shame? How, instead of feeling “stuck,” I gave my body an opportunity to be validated? I gave my body an opportunity to question how good its old definition of “safe” feels?


I gave myself a hug that day. I recalled being told by someone I love that I am selfish for wanting to be included in their expression of love and affection to those whom they love. Instead of judging myself for continuing to give that person access to my life, I immediately went to my body. I closed my eyes and started feeling where the pain was. It was in my chest and my arms. They felt like fire. All I could think was, This feels awful! It was so shocking to me because I always knew I became tense when I heard words like that, but I did not know it was this intense. As I felt that fire in my arms and chest, I just sat with those sensations. Every time my mind would try to jump in, I would just say, “Stop.” I wrapped my arms around myself and started moving my hands up and down where the pain was in my arms. I started feeling that hug in my chest. The feeling went from being awful to being at peace. At no time did I spend a moment judging myself. Instead, I sat with my body and listened to it and gave it a chance to be seen and heard. The beautiful thing was, I was practicing self-love in the purest form; giving myself the love (the being seen, the being heard, the being tended to) I so badly wanted from others.


From that moment on, everything changed for me in terms of the way I spoke to myself when my actions did not align with my knowledge. I decided that my body is in the process of changing what safety looks like for it. If my body spent thirty years believing that safety is working hard to prove my worth, it’ll take time before my body learns that I am worthy just as I am. If my body spent thirty years believing that safety is accepting being excluded because if I spoke up, I’d be shunned and excluded even more, it’ll take time before my body learns that being punished for standing up for myself is a sign that I’m with the wrong people and in the wrong place for myself.


If your body has spent X number of years believing that safety is financial security, which is more important than doing something you love, it will take time for your body to learn that leaving a job you’re not happy with is okay. If your body has spent years believing that you must be done with school by a certain age, get married by a certain age, or own a home by a certain age, it will take time for it to learn that you get to choose what you want for yourself and when. What happens when you follow these expectations is that you will prioritize reaching them over reaching them on your terms, at the right time for you, and with the right people for you.


It’s okay to slow down. Learn to tune in and listen to your body instead of constantly judging it for not making the change you’ve logically decided is right for you. One thing we are not going to do is try to shame ourselves into change. Because you know what that does? It only makes the shame grow and pushes the change farther away. Even if we were to change as a result of shame, that change would not be authentic, and going back to our situation before the change is highly likely. What’s driven by shame is sustained by shame. And what’s driven by compassion is sustained by compassion. Show yourself compassion. Be kind to yourself as you go through change.


This doesn’t just apply to relationships with family, friends, romantic partners, coworkers, or schoolmates. This also applies to the physical environments of which you are part, to the stages of your life or the career you are in and to any change that feels like you’d rather the world end than having to make that change.


Let’s say you have a relationship with a family member that is draining you. Say this family member is highly controlling. To realize this, maybe you had to go through a period of being aware of how toxic the dynamic has been. Your mind, and perhaps friends or a therapist, might tell you that you need to put an end to this toxic dynamic. You might agree, but you have no idea how to go about this. For a time, you might feel stuck. And after a while, you might feel like a broken record, repeating to your friends and confidants how much you want to put an end to this relationship, but how difficult it is, how frustrating it is. This might lead you to judge yourself for not being able to do what is best for you.


This is where I will remind you to slow down. It takes time to remove from your life a person who was there for so long. That time is human and natural. Change is not as simple as realizing you need to change. It is not as simple as knowing what is best for you. Change takes time, because as it’s happening, it is forcing you to change at a cellular level. The way your body operated for so many years is changing. What feels right and wrong, or safe and dangerous in your body is changing. Be patient with yourself and with your change. Take a moment right now to look at yourself, in whatever turmoil you’re in, and say to yourself, I see how hard you’re trying. I see how hard this is on you. You are making progress. I’m proud of you. You are getting stronger every day, and you will get to the point where you can trust yourself in the decision you need to make. Take a moment to feel the feelings in your body as a result of saying these words to yourself.


How do you apply this knowledge to any change in life that is within your control? How do you apply this to changing your life plans or changing the program you’re enrolled in at school, changing your relationship with your family and friends, changing the place where you live, and so on?


If you also feel “stuck,” remember that your body is following a pattern it’s developed over the years, and that you absolutely must recognize that patterning and align what your mind knows with how your body feels.


Simply ask yourself, How does thinking about making this change feel in my body?


This question will lead you to understand why change scares you so much.


How many times have you contemplated changing your job or your school program but felt “stuck” in the position you’re currently in because you were afraid that you’re making a big mistake by letting go of something you worked so hard for, or something that others wish they had, or something that your parents or guardians really wanted you to do? Maybe you feel that fear is what’s keeping you in your place.


Let me tell you the story of how I changed my career path at the age of twenty-six. I spent four years getting a bachelor’s in science (I hated my life during that time) and a whole year getting my bachelor’s in education so I could teach. I spent an additional year completing my master’s in education, because why not? Then I applied for a doctorate in education twice before I got accepted. Imagine getting all of that accomplished, paying all of that money for school, which amounts to at least $150,000, and then saying, “Well, I changed my mind. I want to write.”


How could it be that I spent seven years (at that point) in university only to figure out that it’s not actually what I wanted to do? I mean, I loved teaching. I still do. But writing truly is my passion. Putting words to feelings and thoughts. It’s what I can do all day, every day, without feeling tired, even though it drains me. Plus, how do I go from a job that is secure, with great medical benefits, with summers and all holidays off, to a job that is not the slightest bit as secure or lucrative?
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